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Accommodation of Reading Instruction for First

Grade Children Who Speak Black Dialect

Abstract

|
|
|
|
|
|
Ann McCormick Piestrup
The purpose of this study was té) investigate the effects of
dialect interference on learning to read and the ways teachers accommo-
date reading instruction for first grade Black children.
| Two investigators observed and tape-recorded reading
nstruction 1n fourteen predominantly Black classrooms. From tapes
and notes, episodes of potential dialect conflict were excergted and
categorized, and six teaching styles defined: Vocabulary Approach,
Decoding Approach, Standard Pronunciation Approach, White Liberal
Approach, Black Artful Approach, and Interrupting Approach.
A sentence repetition task was administered as a dialect

measure to 208 Black children and Cooperative Primary Reading Test

scores obtained from school records.
£

The two classroom observers placed teachers in accommoda-
tion or interference groups and in teaching style groups. Independent

ratings agreed for all teachers.

Tests of homogeneity of regression showed no interaction be-
tween Black dialect and reading scores for teacher groups. An analysis of

iii

ERIC 4

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




variance showed that both reading and dialect scores differed for children
in classrooms grouped by teacher style. The Black Artful group had
significaatly higher reading scores than the Interrupting and White Laberal -
-groups, and significantly lower dialect scores than the Interrupting and
‘Vocabulary groups. There was sigmficant negative correlation between
dialect and reading scores for all groups.

From classroom observations, 104 episodes were drawn to
illustrate structural and functional conflict as well as dlffcfent teacher
styles,

Teachers in the Black Artful group used rhythmic play in
instruction and encouraged children to participate by hstening to their
responses. They attended to vocabulary differences of Black children and
seemed to prevent structural conflict by teaching children to listen for
standard English sound distinctions., Children taught with this approach
participated enthusiastically with the teacher in learning to read.

In contrast, teachers in the Interrupting group asked children
to repeat words.px"onounced in dialect many times and interpreted dialect
pronunciations as reading errors. Tcachers in this group presented stand-
ard English sounds for Jdiscrimination without insuring accuracy of responses.
Some children from this group tediously worked alone at decoding without
reading as if they understood, others svemed to guess at almost as many
words as they were able to read. Some children withdrew from participa~
tion in reading, speaking softly and as seldom as possible, uthers engaged
in ritual insult und other forms of verbal play apart from the teacher. For

iv
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children taught by Interrupting teachers, reading scores were lower and
cialect scroes higher than for the Black Artful group.

White Liberal teachers occasionally used dialect intonation
and phunology during instruction and accepted dialect forms in children's
writing and speech. They gave auditory discrimination training without
presenting dialect homonyms out of context. They seemed to emphasize
friendly commumecation more than the task of learning to read, reading
scores were significantly lower for this group than for the Black Artful
group.

The Standard Pronunciation Emphasis teachers insisted on
formal standard usage, de oting considerable time to changing language
patterns during instruction. Reading and dialect scores were not signifi-
cantly (ifferent from other groups. This approach was more effective
with children who did not use much dialect than with children who used a
great deal.

Vocabulary Approach teachers explained meanings of unfamiliar
words, especiully clarifying distinctions between the meanings of dinlect
homonyms. Children in this group had significantly higher dialect scores
than the Black Artful group.

Decoding Approach teachers empheasized sound-symbol corres-
pondence, giving special attention to ending sounds and medial vowels.

/ They aceepted flat, choppy reuading. Children consistently attempted to
sound out words but seemed to decode without comprehension.

1
v |
|
|
|
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Two dimensions were used to contrast the six teaching sytles:
(1) task orientation, involving children directly in reading and (2) mutu-
ality of communication with teachers and children sharing purpose and

meaning in communication.

The Black Artful teachers were high on both of these dimen-

sions and the Interrupting teachers low on both.

vi
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. Chapter I

Reading Failure and Dialect: Their
Relation to Instruction

Concern over reading failure in ghetto schools.
has recently drawn attention to variations in the
language patterns of Black school children. While there
is considerable evidence that both reading failure and
dialect differences occur in ghetto schools, there is
little more than speculation about whether dialect
differences make learning to read more diﬁfﬁbult for
Black children and about how teachers could ease PpOsS-
sible difficulties. This study explores the relation-
ship of Black dialect and inigial reading forﬁzhildren
taught with different approaches. Observers visited
first grade classrooms in predominantly Black schools
to investigate what kinds of dialect interference occurs
and the ways teachers accommodate instruction to prevent
or quickly resolve Black children's reading problems.
Teaching styles for dealing with dialect differences )
are compared, descriptively by using episodes of class~
room instruction and quantitatively by analyzing reading
and dialect scores for children in each group.

In this chapter, what is meant by dialect inter-
forence and teacher accommodation will be described.

In addition, the study will be rolated to three approaches

Q 14 -
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to investigating Black language and reading. The
earliest approach treated disadvantaged children's
language as deficient and associated it with cognitive
disability. Even though there is no evidence to supe
port this position, it is important because it is.neld
by many psychologists and continues to be the basdis of
a number of intervention programs. )

Later research focused on the language differ-
ences of Black children, treating dialect as an
adequate, even though different system from the standard
English of the school. Comparative analyses of Black
dialect and standard English form the basis for "differ-
ence" {heorists' recommendations concerning changes in
the materials and procedures of reading instruction,
including procedures to use in eliminating dialect.

This study draws on descriptive analyses of
dialect to describe situations in which structural con-
flict might arise. It also consigers classroom inter=-
action from a third, sociolinguistic perspective to
anticipate the variabil;ty of children's speech in
different social contexts and tho functional conflicts
which might arise between teachers and children f{rom

different cultures.

Fomd
T




Description of Accommodation and Interference

e

Structural Conflict

|
There are systematic ways that many Black chil-
dren's speech differs from the standard English of the

school. Goodman (1969) hypothesized that "the more

divergence there is between the dialect of the learner

|
and the dialect of learning, the:more difficult will be
the task of learning to read." The divergence results

in problems concerning the content of instruction as

well as the attitudes and feelings of teachers and

children. Labov (1969) defines structural conflict as
tinterference with learning ability stemming from a

mismatch of linguistic structures." Structural conflict

is evident in the following dialogue, in which a teacher

read from a workbook:

. T ', . . how would you harm the colt?’
CI Tear it.
T Huh?
Cl Tear it.
T The=th==0h! Do you, do you know what a
colt is, now?
Cl Oh, kill it, kill it!
T No, what's a colt?
C Some thin' you wear. (Episode 18)

The child interpreted the word "colt" as

"gome thin' you wear," or "coat." One feature of Black

El{llC 16
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dialect is deletion of the "1" sound, making "coat"

and "colt" homonyms. There is a linguistic mismatch or
interference between the child's system and that of the
school. The conflict is not an insurmountablé barrier,
but a brief misunderstanding. The teachor's handling
of the situation, then, is extremely important. The
teacher could ignore the initial response (you harm a
colt by tearing it) and call on another child for a
correct answer, which would probably not resolve the
structural interference for the firét child. Or she
could accommodate her instruction for the dialect-speaking

child.

Teacher Accommodation
In the continuation Of the bpisode, the teacher
accommodated her instruction by explicitly dealing with
the dialect conflict:
T There's an 'l' in it. "Coat" is c-0-a~-ahw~-
don't laugh, that's all right. "Colt" is
very hard for city children, because they

haven't been out on the farm, and they
don't know about it, It's a baby, a baby

colt.

C3 A baby colt.

C| Oh yeah!

T Remember the story? an' it's a c-o-l-t.
"Coat" is c-o0-a-t, and dit's no '1l' in it,
but listen to--Keisha--colt, colt, colt.
Now, do you know what a colt is?

Ch Yeanh, I know.

T What is it?

ERIC 17
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02 A baby horse.

T Yes, uh-huh, how could you harm a baby
horse?

Cl You shoot it,

T lteh, you c¢'=--that would certainly harm it.

But harm doesn't always mean being killed.
C You try to get on it an' ride it.

T well, if it weren't ready, yes. If it
were too young to ride.

C It'll fall. ¢

«

The teacher clarified the structural conflict
by spelling, pronouncing and eliciting a definition
of "colt” to distinguish it from "coat." But perhaps
more crucial than clarification of the structural con-
flict is the teacher's effort at keeping the children
involved in learning. She discouraged ridicule, saying,
", ., . don't lzugh, that's all right." She specifically
tnvolved Keisha (C1), calling her by name to attend to
the sound of colt. She then returned promptly to the
lesson and continued to involve Keisha in the discus-
sion. This aspect of accommodation prevented functional

conflict from occurring.

'El{fC‘
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Functional Conflict

Labov {1969) defines functional conflict of
standard and nonstandard English as "interference with
the desire to learn standard English stemming from a
mismatch in the functions which standard Englisn serve
in a given culture." The following excerpt from an oral

reading les<on is an example of functional conflict in

which involvement in learning to read was lacking:

T rofrr!

CI '0ff to the--

T OK. It says 'wood.'

CI -- wood.'

T We would say woods--this book was written
in England.

[

Cl Now, X'm through. I ain't gonna read this
page again. .

T OK. Well, we're gonna turn the page and
we're Just gonna read the next page. ¢

Cl Uh uh! Darren 'sposed to be first.

T Well, I'm waiting for Darren to come back.
Come on, Darren.

02 He's a awww.

T Come on. If you can't find your glasses
wo'll do without them this time.

c, Come on, awww.

03 I can't find 'em.

X T Woll then, come back and sit down.
C, You can. He just playin' aroun' * .

(not clear).

ERIC 19
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C He crack his knuckloes, in the buckles.
C Uh~un.

T OK, Zip and Wondy ran to tho woods, and
hore's the -~

C I got a tow truck. My mama bought me one.
T -~ father.

C An' I got me a car to hook it on. It got
a hook =--

(Episodo 4)
The childron aro not involvod in tho lesson.
Tho contont is romoto and tho teacher is not communi-
cating well with the children. Sho ignores most of
what thoy say and continuos as if the childron woro
focused on tho losson., Besides a usual sort of rosis-
tanco, "Darron 'sposod to be first," tho childron start
a special form, verbal play, as in

"Ho crack his knuckloes
In tho bucklos"

"I gotmo a tow truck

My mama bought me one

An' I got mo a car to hook it on

It got a hook . . ."
This is not Just saidj it is almost sung, with lilting
intonationj the losson is ignorod. Lator tho teachor
is excludod explicitly as the childron dofine group
membership in their vorbal play. Tho toachor has sot

aside tho reading book and is writing what tho childron

say, as in an oxporionco story.

El{llC 20

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

C, I got me a tow truck. (Giggles.)
02,3 Tow truck, tow truck
T (Wrihes on large paper) 'I got me a --
CB Tow, the one you put your toes in?
Cl No!
T Tow. It does sound like --
Cl A car, a truck 3at pull a car. That's
. craz', stup'!
T 'T got me a tow truck;' what else?
CI I' pull a car. .
. c, (Giggles.)

T It pulls a car?

CI Yeah.
T 'T got,' can you read it yourself?
CI No.
(Episode 62)

The children chant, "tow truck, tow truck,"
then play with the word "tow." The mischievous intona-
tion of "Is that the kind yox» put your toes in?" marks
it as further verbal play. When the teacher notes the
similarity in sound, "Tow, it does sound like=~," she
is cut off and the children continue apart from her.
The function of their speech is maintaining pecer status,
not learning to read.

The teacher also standardizes what the children
say, "It pulls a car?", as she writes it for them. In

selecting acceoptable material to write she loses the




flavor of what the children are doing. She also defines
Ier scparateness from the children. In the end, Cli
refuses to read even his own words, There has been a
functional conflict.

Maintaining involvement in learning is part of
good teaching in general, but there are ways teaching
1 can fail that are specifically related to dialect--to
both structural and functional conflict between the
language of the child and that of the school. The first
objective of this study, then, is to describe actual
occurrences Of dialect interference and tegcher
ﬂécommodation.

The second objective is to determine the impact

of teacher accommodation on dialect and reading scores.

Teoaching Styles

While teachers may be dividoy into two groups,
those who handle dialect differences effectivel; and
those who do not, distinguishipg styles of dealing with
dialect could provide more information about what
accounts for differences in reading and dialect scores.

Every teacher has an approach to ;nstruction

’”

that is consistent with her personal style of inter-
action. There are, however, emphases that several
teachers may have an common in their way of dealing with
dialect. differences. Some teachers, eiplicitly aware of

dialoct, might spend a considerable amount of time

ERIC
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-
during reading instruction attempting to change the way
Black children pronounce words. Anothexr group of
teachers, also aware of dialect, might capitalize on the
verbal art of the children and encourage lilting chants
related to the lesson, or listen appreciatively as
children engage in ritual insult on a story character; .
The styles toachers use with dialect-speaking

children could be described by a constollation of

. -

bohaviors unique to the teachers in a group. Whether
teaching styles can be formalated and describcecd from
observational data is another question in this study.
The impact of the tcaching styles on children's dialect

and reading scores is a final research question.

The Poverty Cvcle and Language Theory

Black children's language has attracted atten-
for reasons other than those specifically related go
reading proficiency. Williams (|97I) relates the
efforts of cognitive deficit and linguistic difference
theorists to the War on Poverty of the 1960's., Educa-

tional interventions wore considered an important means

of broaking the poverty cycle.

Deficit Position

Some theorists, arguing from the failure of
Black children in school and ignoring the evidence of
universals of language acquisition, regard the speech

of young Black children as inherently inferior as a

ERIC 93
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means oOf communication and as a vehicle of thought.

Bereiter and Englemann (1966) state that the language
of ghetto children entering their preschool "is not
merely an underdeveloped version of standard English,
but is basically 2 non-logical mode of expressive

behavior." Their programs treat children entering

preschool as if they had no language at all. Black
children's language is described as "a series 0Of

The children are said to communicate

emotional cries."

with gestures, single words and "a series of badly

in other words,

connected words and phrases." They are,
without a command of a grammatical system,

Bersnteins! work in Eugland formed a theoretical

framework for "cultural deficit" theorists, although he

has objectod to some of the interpretations of his own
‘work. Bernstein (1970) describes two codes of speech,

with highly particularistic orders

the restricted code,

with universalistic

and the elaborated code,

of meaning,

A code of

meanings which are not so context bound.
speech refers to the transmissions of deep meaning struc-
ture from which linguistic choices are made.
Bernstein interprets his research to say that

the contexts which evoke

social classes differ in
cortain linguistic realizations and that wmiddle class
mothers place greater emphasis on the use of language
in the socializing of children than working class

mothers. So there is a restriction on the contexts and

ERIC 24
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conditions which will orient the working class child to
the linguistic choice of being explicit. Bernstein
makes the point that there is no implicit connection
between dialect use and a restiricted code of speech,
however,

Drawing on the work of Bernstein, several
researchers in this country have looked for evidence
that lower class children aro defticient in‘Cheir ability
to produce syntactically elaborated speech. Hess and
Shipman (1905), posed the hypothesis that behavior
leading to povert) is socialized in early childhood,
aqd that tho central factor affecting cultural depriva-
tion is lack of cognitive meaning in the mother-child
communhication system. They found differences associated
with sociocconomic status in the eaplicitness with which
mothers communicated information needed by their child
for tasks. The mothers, who relied on public welfare
assistance were, however, tested in an unfamiliﬁr
university setting. The "imperative" interaction style
noted by the rescarchers ma) have largely been a reflec-
tion of the social setting rather than of the style
these mothers use in a more natural setting.

Many tests of "disadvantaged" children's speech
leads to underestimation of their ability. The Hess
and Shipman study illust{ates one way measures taken in
hlghly constrained social settings can be equated with

limits of ability.
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Cazden (1967) distinguishes two levels of
linguistic performance. What a person can do is con-
strained by such psychological factors as attention and
memory. What a person does do is constrained by such
sociological factors as setting, topic and participants.
The interpersonal constraints (of the social setting)
on speech can be confused with the intrapersonal
constraints (of ability) on speech. Labov (1970)
emphasizes that if you want to know what a child can do,
jou must onter into the right social relationship with
him.

Testing itself, then, is subject to both
structural and functional conflict for dialect speakers.
Ammon (1971) discusses one result of functional conflict
during testing. Children, reticent to speak with a
strange aduli, may frequently answer, "I don't know."
When coded, this answer may be judged as organized at a

’
very simple lLevel. It has no modi}iers, coﬂjuncrive
clauses or other features that may improve a syntactic
elaboration score.

Labov (|070) uses an c¢xample from a sentence
repetition task to illustrate how a dialect speaker may
be said to lack elements of a coherent linguistic
system. Asked to repeat the sentence: "I asked Alvin
| if he kmew how to play basketball," a dialect speaker
| said, "I axed Alvin, did he know how to play basket-

ball." The speaker cleariy understood the underlying
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logic of the sentence. Since he did not repeat the
conditional "if" he could be misjudged as lacking the
logic of "if--then" statements, that is, lacking
cognitive as well as Linguistic competence.

In the "Clown and Rocket" technique employed by
Leutsch (1967), "rescarch was not focused on phonemic
patterns or dJdialect." It was concluded, from a standard
English speaking transcriber's record of tape recorded
speech, that the lower class children's specech "was
organized at a much simpler level," in variecty of verbs,
coniplexity of verb stems and complexity of organization.
But ignoring differences in the w;ys dialect speakers
use verbs, verb stems, etc., 13 precisely what made
such a faulty conclusion possible. Results obtained
from a measure which does not take into consideration
the stylistic differences of Black children, or does not
assure that the content and context of its administra-~
tion is appropriate, cannot be accepted as cvidence of
linguistic deficit.

Resecarchers who emphasize the universality of
Language competence question the validity of even
hypothesizing such a thing as linguistic deficit.

Nearly all children learn to specak by age three. Within
a very short time, they command the rules of language
and are able to produce and understand original combina-~

tions of words, According to Premack and Schwarts (1969),

no differences havo been found bLetween rotarded and




normal children's grammar except in cases of extremo
retardation, i.e., IQ below 50. Similarities across
cultural groups in development of grammatical produc-
tion have been described by Slobin (|970) and by Gumporz
and Hernandez (1969). There is no such thing as a

primitive language; Black dialect is no exception.

Difference Position

Comprehensive studies of Black dialect conducted
by Labov et al. (1968), Wolfram (1969) and Fasold (1970)
found simrlaritiros in Black speech in several geograph-
ically diverse urban areas. Black English has much in
common with standard, formal English but in some
linguistic contexts calls for sytematic variations in
phonology, morphology and syntax.l (See Appendix A)

bialect is also markod by special intonation

inflection can express tense, plurals, and other forms,
MeDavid (1969) discusses Black stress, intonation,
transitions and terminals as well as Black paralanguage
and kinosics. Use of these, like other dialect forms,

is associatod with cul.ural differences. In general,

l’I‘ho distinction between phonological and grammatical
foatures is not clear. Labov (1969) describes how
phonological reduction rules can have grammatical
correlates, For example, both "passes" and "past"

may bo pronounced "pass." A standard English speaking
teachor hears a change in tense in the passed-pass
roduction, and considers it as a grammatical error,
while she overlooks the past-pass reduction, for

. patterns and vocabulary. Goodman (1969) describes how
instance, in oral roading.
|
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more extensive dialect use is associated with Lower
soclioeconomic status.

There have been a great many recommendations
about how teachers should modify winstruction to deal
with dialect interference. Some of the recomnundat@ons
are tounded more on assumptions about the ;;cial
consequences of dialect use than on evidence on ways to

improve reading.

Teach standard English. According, to Kernan .

(1971), some Black informants consider dialect a stigma,
referring to it as country-flat-bad English, as opposed

to good, proper English. Black parents have expressed
concern that dialect is a block to the upward mobility

of their children. They expect the schools to teach
standard English. Bartley and Politzer (1972) have
developed materials to train teachers in the use of pattern
practice and drill with dialect-speaking children. They ¢
apply English as a Second Language (ESL) techniques to
dialect in an attempt to broaden Black children's

options, so they can use standard English in some situa-
tions, such as job interviews. They do not advocate using
these techniques as a basis for initial reading, however.

Rystrom, Farris and Smith (1968) have also written ESL

materials for dialect speakers. Those have not proven

effective either for changing speech or for improving
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reading.

Kochman (1969) and Sledd (1969) object to
attempts to teach standard English because dialect is
an expression of cultural identity; eliminating it in
school is "arrogant ethnocentrism" or "white racism."
This broad issue of the social impac¢t of dialect use
is beyond the scope of this study, which is focused
only on the effocts of dialect use on learning initial
reading.

Teoach reading in dialoct. Some "difference"
theorists have rocommendod teaching initial reading
from bLoOOks written in dialect. Baratz (1969) nas
written roading materials in dialect but tho materials
have been criticizod because some dialect forms are
inserted in unlikely linguistic contexts. The materials
also solidify forms which are inherently variable.
There is no ovidence yet that theso materials improve
roading proficiency either.

Attempts at both changing the language of the
child and that of the books have been global rather
than diagnostic. Thoy imply that Black dialect is like
a separate languago from English, and that language can
be accurately represented in print. But dialect in
print is likely to be ovorsimplified or storeotyped-as
it loses its range of variability, perhaps to an ovén

greater extent than standard English.

30
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Accommodate instruction. Other recommendations

are addressed at specific difficulties Black children
might have in learning reading from standard English
teachers and materials.

When teachers and children use language systems
that differ only slightiy, they can assume they are

understanding each other when they are not, For
example, in a first grade classroom, a teacher presented

words on cards, varying only the initial consonants.

T (Holds up a card with 'wow' written on it.)

CLASS Wow!

T When would you say 'wow?' °
Cl When you got some wil', wil' clothes.
T Well, you might say 'wow' if you had on

bright clothes. What about this one?

In this section of the episode, "wow" and "wild!" were
confused. The child would probably continue to read
"wow" as "wild," and the teacher did not seem to recognize

the difficulty.

T (Holds up a card with 'cow' written on it.)
CLASS Ccow!
T How about a sentence?
When it be co' you freeze to death,
T What does it eat?
C Flowers.

T It does?
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C Grass.

T It doos?

Ch Woeds.

T Thon what is it?

CLASS An an-i-mal!

T Right! ‘
In this soction, tho toacher and somo class members
recognized the confusion between "cow" and "cold," but
tho distinction was not made explicit for the child (c1)
who was confused in tho beginning. She may or may not
have known how to road "cow" at the end of this
soction of the losson.

Lator in the lesson a distinction in meaning

was explained.

T (Holds up a card with 'drake' written on
it.) .

Cl A drake is liko curtains.

T No that's 'drapo'; a drake is a father
duck.

Thoso oxamplos jllustrato how dialect-spoaking
childron might bocome confusod about the onds of words,

and stop trying to sound out words.

In anothor opisodo, the teacher at first mis-

undorstood a child bocause of his pronunciation of "r."
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T Who can give me a word that begins with
tht?
CI Happy.
T Happy, good. (Writes it on the board.)
02 House.
T House! That's a good one, too. (Writes

it down under 'happy'.)

C W)hor.!'

, W

T (Looking deliberately cool, pauses briefly.) .
C3 Like you go to a hor' movie.

T Oh! Horror! Yes. (Writes it.)

In this episode, the teacher initially misunder-
stood what the child meant but probably figured it out
before the child realized the teacher was hearing
"Qhore" in place of "nhorror." These episodes show how
confusion can arise when dialect forms are presented in
isolation. Recommendations for dealing with this and a
number of other dialect-related problems are listed in

Chapter IT.

Sociocultural Position

Even within one social stratum, dialect features
are not used uniformly; rules for their application are
subtle and complex. Hymes (1967) describes some of the
factors that influence speech variation. Children,
like adults, have a repertoire of styles to use in
different social contexts. They use dialect to define

group membership or exclusion and to express the tone
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or spirit of an occasion. Black dialoct is characterized

by unique art forms such as sounding, marking, rapping

and running it down. Language is used playfully in

ritual insult as a'moans of gaining and maintaining

status in groups. Kochman (1969) describos somo of .
theso artful. forms of dialect and their functions.

Sociolinguists distinguish communicative
competence, or ability to select forms which appropri=
ately reflect the social norms governing behavior in
specific oncountors from linguistic competence, the
ability to produce grammatically correct utterancos.
Special intonations, in-group terminologies and abbre-
viated forms help define who belongs to a group and who °
does not, which in a classroom may mean that the teacher
and children dofine their separateness by using or ig-
noring dialoct forms.

Gumperz (1970) doscribos how subtle shifts in
style distinguishes communication with group mombors
from that with outsiders. Ho also illustratos how a
toacher changes styles with the slow and fast roading
groups in hor classroom, spoaking slowly and
do%}beratoly with one group and with animation with tho
othor.

Studying the functions language serves in tho
classroom loads to0 rocognition of how subtle changos in
speech can communicate to a child that he is considerod

to bo "lacking in potontial." Rist (I970) doscribos how
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degree and type of verbalization, socialAinformation
available to kindergarten teachers, along with the
children's dress, mannerisms, physical appearance, and
performance on some tasks entered into a labeling
system in an all Black school. The labels (e.g., ffslow
learner") were finalized after a few days of school and
persisted over the three years of Ri;t's observations.
Teachers arranged seating in accordance with children's
"potontial" and systematically ignored lowor status
childron, not giving them a chancc to verbalize what
thex knew. Clearly, labeled children would have more
difficulty learning to read than those favored with the
teacher's attention. “This labeling process is a dimen-
sion underlying teachers' ways of dealing with dialect
differences. Unfaverable attitudos er labels may be
implicit in teachers' failure to accommodate instruct@on

fer dialect speakers. If they believe children lack

potential, they may not seek ways of helping them when
there is linguistic conflictx

Many teachars of Dlack children as yet have no
systematic knowledge of Black English and some may be
reluctant to recognize that it has rules. Their negative
attitudes toward "bad grammar" may be applicd to young
speakers of dialect. It seems even mere unlikely that
teachers unaware of Blpck culture and language would
recognize the forms Black children use in defining

group memborship, which ceuld include the teacher in

ERIC 35

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




some situations. In fact, if the functions language
sorves for teachers and children are at odds, it is
- difficullt to sce how a teacher can effectively guide

the children'’s learning to read.
4

A Word About the Research Method

This~stuhy is exploratory. At this stage of the
nvestigation of dialect, reading and instruction,
much of the theory and practice is based on misinforma-
tion, bias or well-intentioned speculation. This study
omploys broad hypothesos and an open investigative
method because there is such a lack of empirical evidence
on dialect and reading in actual classrooms. While an
investigator always brings subjoclive factors to bear
in conducting research, this is especially the case in
the approach used in this study. It would have been
possible to abstract some aspecls of instruction to
incorporato them into a system, such as a programmed
soquence, and to study the effects of controlled varia-
tion. But the results would reveal vory little, if
anything, aboutl roal clas;;oom conflict.

Polanyi (1969) discusses how even in Lhe
physical sciences tacit undorstanding on the part of
tbe human observer is critical, for example, when used
by a biologist in recognizing subtle features in a

strain of hedgehogs, or by a chemist using his sense of

smell. Similarly in this study, eXcerpts from
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instruction are categorised in a way which would be
difficult to describe explicitly, The episodes are not
"objective" units or precision measurements,

Limits on the objective description of human
interaction seem parallel to the limits on atomic
description, According to Heibeuborg'é Uncertainty
Principlo, limiting the position of an atom until its
exact location is determined progressively increases
the uncertainty about the momentum (mass x velocity) of
tho atom until it reaches infinity,., Achieving zoro
uncortainty for one quantity necessarily Leads to loss
of all information about the other, In human inteor-
action limiting the context of interaction leads to
loss of information about the moaning and impact of
commication, Presonting raw communication would
likowise be meaningless. However, sclecting episodes
of dialoct interferencoe and teacher accommodation and
gronping thom by teaching styles lcaves open theo
possibility of idontifying how Black children are helped
or hindored in learning to read, Quantitative data
(rnuding and dialect scores) can then be used to test
tho effectivoness of difforont stratogies for doaling

with dialect differences,
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Summary

Two kinds of interference with learning were .
discussed in this chapter: strnctural interference in
which there is a mismatch of linguistic structures
leading to misunderstanding or confusion, and functional
interference in which children's desire to learn is
interrmpted because of a mismatch of the functions
language se;ves in different social contexts. This
investigation uses an observational approach to
determine what kinds of interference occur and the ways
in which teachers accommodate instruction for dialect-
speaking children.

The chapter also briefly discussed the deficit
position, that disadvantaged children's speech is
structurally inferior; the "difference" position, that
dialect is separate but equal to standard English, and
the sociolinguistic position, that emphasizes the

»
functions language serves in different social contexts.
The study draws on descriptive analyses of "difference"
theorists to anticipate structural conflict and on the

sociolinguistic emphasis to anticipate functional

conflict. —
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Chapter II

Mo thod

In this chapter tho rosoarch hypotheses, sub-
jects, observation and toachor grouping procedures, and

x

the reading and dialect measuros will be doscribed.

Research Hypotheses

Tho purposeo of this investigation was to study
roading instiuction for first grado children who spoak
Black dialect, spocifically:

. Whethor the kinds of dialoct intorforenco
proposod in the litoraturo occur during
reading instruction,

2, Whethor toachers accommodato instruction
for dialect spoakors in prodominantly Black
schobls,

3. Whethor distinct toaching styles or
approachos to handling dialoct differences
can be identified,

. Whothor the rolationship between dialect
and roading scoros differs for childron in
accommodation and interference groups,

5. Whethor accommodation of instruction is

associatod with difforoncos in dialoct and

reading scoro means,

6, Whethor the rolationship botween dialoct

26

Q .
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and reading scores differs for children
taught wath different teaching styles and
7. Whether teaching styles are associated with
differences in dialect and reading score
means.
b The first three questions were approached through obser-
vation and description of what occurred in classrooms.
The other four questions were approached quantitatively
by comparing regression lines of reading and dialect
scores for various groups, and by using analysis of

variance.

Subjects
First graders in 14 predominantly Black class-
rooms were selected for the study. The investigator
randomly selecuedll5 children from each classroom for
inclusion in the quantitative analysis. Non-Black chil-

dron, or those with serious speech problems, were

identified by the teacher or by the investigator and
replaced. There were no controls for sex, ability, or
other ;nriables.hhich might influence reading, as these
wore assumed to be randomly distributed,.

The study focused on first graders for several
reasons: [irst, to minimize the effects of children's
eaperience with different reading teachers; second, to
focus on initial roading skills before sound-symbol

corrospondence thas boen fully established. The presence

of conflicting sound s)stems would seem to have more

ERIC
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impact at this initial stage. Finally, reading success
in first grade is extremely important for a child's
continued success in school.

The use of first graders introduced a problem,
however. Some dialect forms corrospénd to developmental
variations in six year old children's speech. These
forms were taken into consideration in formulating the
dialect test,.

Besides the choice to use first graders, it
seemed necessary to choose between conducting the study
in integrated or predominantly Black schools, as quite
different factors could influence ros;lts. In integrated
schools, children would have more eiposure to different
linguistic styles; dialect might be the dominant form
for some functions and standard English for others, for
children of all races. Predominantly Black schools where
a sufficient number of dialect-speaking chiludren would be
concentrated in ecachi classroom seemed a more likely con-
text in which to observe dialect interference.

This study was conducted in four schools in
Oakland, California. Three of the schools served
adjacent goegraphical areas in lew to lower-middle
socioeconomic status noighborhoods.I The fourth school

was in a redevelopment area nearer the central city.

ISocioeconomic indicators for the four scheols are
listed in Chaptor 1V,
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All the schools had special programs to improve reading.
There were classrooms served by the Follow Through
Program and Reading Specialists. There were teaching
machines and listening centers for reading. Several
classrooms were using the Open Court Reading Series as
part of a performance contract. There¢ were no class-
rooms where reading was not a major emphaéi;.

The investigator described the purpose and
procedures of the study to the school principals, who
thon asked the first grade teachers if they would agree
to have a visitor during reading and to release children
briefly for testing. Teachers were told that the study
was an investigation of Black children's dialect and
reading. Those who agreed to participate included ten
Caucasian, one Oriental and three Black teachers. No
controls for overall teacher effectiveness were employed
because one aim of the study was to determine what con-
tributed to effectiveness with Black dialect-speaking .
children. All teachers who agreed to participate were

]
included, with the exception of one first year teacher
who was having considerable difficulty with her class.,
Several children remained at the back of the room,
rolling up in a large rug. Many of the children passed
the time Yith their heads down, coloring or eating the
candy used as a reward for cooperation, A few were
engaged in yelling, throwing chairs, and occasionally

running out of the room. Children's scores from this
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room could not profitably be comparcd with thosc of

children in the other i classrooms.

Classroom Observation

A review of techniques employed in analysis of
c¢lassroom interactions, such as those Listed in Mirrors
far Behavior (1967-70), indicated that most methods
foeus on categorizing content and participants in dis-
Jointed segments of speech, taken at timed intervals,
n this study, a less structured approach to observing
teaching was used. The unit of interaction was loosely
defincd as an episode, a coherent, natural unit of
speach, Where an episode begins and ends is somowhat
arbitrary; the categorices into which episodes are
placed define their length. For example, a child may
delete final -ed in oral reading, be "corrected,"
repcat the form and go on reading, then misread another
word because it is not part of his vocabulary. This
could be considered one broadly defined episode--"oral
reading mistakes associated with linguistic-cultural
differences," or two sepatate¢ episodes, one dealing with
pronunciation, the other with vocabulary.

Lewis (1970) recorded and transcribed classroom
interactions and divided them into episodes. From the
episodes she contrasted two teacher styles, one based
on a hierarchical pupil-tcacher relationship, the other

on a peer-oriented group enterprise. She described tiow
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children code-switch in different ways in the two
settings, Similarly in this study, teacher styles

were described in terms of episodes.

Development of Episode Categories

Before classroom observations began, the
investigator lasted proposed ways of accommodating

instruction for dialect speakers and possible sources

of linguistic conflaict. The list included five general

heacdings, three to describe speech registers (spon-

taneous speecly, instructional speech and oral reading)
and two t; describe content (of reading instruction and
reading muterluls). Suggestions for accommodation and
inCQrforenéc behaviors were drawn.from literature on

dialect and reading.

Spontancous speech. Goodman (1969) recommends

that teachers, in Langsten Hughes' terms, "dig, and be

dug that they appreciate dialect, listen

in return,”
carefully and objectively and find beauty and form
there. He states that children are proficient in

subtle differences in speech sounds

detecting slight,

that are significant to their dialect, while they
ignore cues that are not relevant in their system.

Puns which are funny to Black children might be missed

is that

by the teacher. A first recommendation, then,

teachers enter .into verbal play with children, or at

least express appreciation of artful dialect forms.
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To ignore or discourage verbal play, treating it only
as disruptive, could be considered interference.

Me Lmed (1970) states that teachers sometimes
do not understand the speech of Black children, and
the children may interpret the question, "What did you
say?" as a hostile challenge, a reprimand or an indica-
tion that the teacher is not listening or caring. A
second recommendation, then, is that teachers equiﬁ
themselves to readily understand Black children's free
flowing speech.

It would seem an advantage, in addition, for
teachers (o have a productive command of dialect, either
as part of thedir regular system Or in vuccasional uses
of Black intonation or vocabulary. Teachers who have
a similar cultural and linguistic background as their
students are likely to anticipate difficulties the
children might have with reading materials. Those who
have a different background, but accept the cultural
differences of dialect speakers could demonstrate
their acceptance by occasionally using dialect with
children.

A final recommendation about spontaneous speech
is that teachers accept dialect during free conversa-
tion. McDhavid (1969) notes that some teachers send
dialect-speaking childron for speech correction,
inferring that their dialect marks them as sloppy and

careless or even vulgar and crude. Goodman (|969)

o

e £ e
v
L




33

suggests that teachers distinguish immature language,
which is in transition toward adult norms, from
dialect. If a teacher "corrects" dialect, she is at
cross-purposes with the direction of the growth of
the ?hild.

) Instructional speech. While they are involved
in a lesson, Black children and their teachers as well
are likely to adopt a more formal speech style. Some
children's dinstructional speech may approximate standard
English more than their playground speech but still
include dialect features. According to Goodman (1969),
children forced to accept a new dialect for learning
must accept the view that their own language is
inferior; they mu;t reject their own culture and them=-
selves. He omphasizes that the focus during instruction

. -must be on reading rather than on changingllanguage.
There is an important distinction between comprehension
and production of speech. Those who insist on formal
standard usage seem to equate pronunciation with
understanding, but these do not correspond.

Frequently, rosponses called for during early
reading instruction must be precise. For example, when
teachers ask for words that end in "th." Dialect
answors, transforming "th' to "f," may be ambiguous, -
particularly if teachers are unawvare of dialoct. It is
helpful if the teacher clarifies what the child means

quickly rathor than acting as if he were in error or
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than letting the lesson bog down on a minor point. To
accomplish this, Labov (1962) recommends that teachers
know the differences in the sets ‘of homonyms of standard
and Black English, and accept phonological differences
as long as they have no grammatical implications, as in
-od endings.

In classrooms of Black children, the teachers
might be the only model of standard English. If she
speaks indistinctly or overarticulates sounds, the
children lack an adequate model. Much of the content
of instruction, as in phonics, depends on standard
pronunciations which some children might not become
familidr with without the teacher's help.

A problem underlying several of those already

described is the possibility that a dialecc—speaklng

child will avoid talking. Melmed (1970) comments on

how Black children expect adults to correct and disap-
prove o} the